Redefining ideology in time: Maori crossroads between a timeless past and a new future by Meijl, A.H.M. van
PDF hosted at the Radboud Repository of the Radboud University
Nijmegen
 
 
 
 
The following full text is a publisher's version.
 
 
For additional information about this publication click this link.
http://hdl.handle.net/2066/28634
 
 
 
Please be advised that this information was generated on 2017-12-05 and may be subject to
change.
Anlhropos 90.1995: 1-16
Redefining Ideology in Time
Maori Crossroads between a Timeless Past and a New Future
Toon van Meijl
i
Abstract. -  In this article it is argued that a broadening of 
classic notions of ideology as false consciousness does not 
necessarily have to take place at the expense of the concept’s 
critical connotations if ideology is conceived of as a generative 
and dynamic dimension of social practice, the multiple values 
of which are continuously being manipulated to serve political 
and other strategic interests. The value of the theoretical ap­
proach advocated in this article will be demonstrated by means 
of an ethnographic analysis of the “reinvention1’ of tradition 
among the New Zealand Maori and its political and ideological 
goal of justifying demands for Maori self-determination in the 
future. For the Maori the past serves as a symbol of survival and 
continuity, but with the aim of discontinuing and transforming 
their present predicament through the implementation of tribal 
development programmes. The paradoxical coexistence of a 
discourse of tradition and a discourse of development may be 
resolved in terms of their common ideological matrix. [New 
Zealand, Maori, ideology, signs, politics of tradition]
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Over the past two decades the New Zealand Maori 
people have revived, if not “reinvented,” many 
dimensions of their traditional culture, particularly 
its expressive aspects, such as language, ceremo­
nies, crafts, songs, and dances, but also forms of 
political organization. At the same time, the in­
digenous people of New Zealand have launched 
large-scale development programmes in order to 
improve their living standards and, ultimately, to 
attain in the future statistical equality with the 
dominant population of European New Zealanders. 
New Zealanders of European origin often argue 
that Maori traditions constitute an insurmountable 
impediment to the modem goal of development. In 
consequence, it is widely believed in New Zealand 
that Maori people have to make a choice between
their -  primitive -  past and a -  civilized -  future, 
but although Maori concerns with both the past and 
the future might initially seem paradoxical, Maori 
discourses of tradition cannot be seen in isolation 
of Maori discourses of development.
After a decade of scholarship on the “politics 
of tradition” in the Pacific (e.g., Keesing and Ton- 
kinson 1982; Linnekin and Poyer 1990; Jolly and 
Thomas 1992; White and Lindstrom 1993; van der 
Grijp and van Meijl 1993; Otto 1994), the political 
implications of the revitalization and reconstruc­
tion of Maori traditions have become obvious: 
traditional culture is particularly reconstituted in 
order to justify growing demands for autonomous 
Maori development programmes and, ultimately, 
for the recognition of Maori sovereignty (van Meijl 
1990). The main aim of Maori aspirations to Maori 
self-determination is to regain in the future the 
political, economic, and cultural autonomy which 
the indigenous people of New Zealand lost in the 
course of colonial history* The strategy for achiev­
ing an independent future, however, is justified 
as well as outlined in terms of Maori traditions. 
This is undoubtedly the result of Maori encapsu­
lation within the New Zealand liberal-democratic 
nation-state, which forces Maori people to vali­
date their pursuit of sovereignty in a culturally 
specific manner. Since the sharing of a common 
colonial past plays an important role in uniting 
Maori people from different tribal backgrounds 
vis-à-vis their European counterparts, the desire 
to manage their attempts to reacquire control of 
their own destiny is substantiated by means of a 
discourse of tradition.
Interestingly, the relationship between the fu­
ture-oriented discourse of development and the 
past-oriented discourse of tradition is rather am­
biguous and evokes at least two paradoxes. Firstly, 
the need for an independent path into the future is 
justified on the basis of a different past, but views 
of the desired future state axe largely based on the 
present condition of the European population of 
New Zealand, the only difference being control in
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Maori hands. Thus, the discourse of tradition is 
ideologically motivated, which also impinges on 
the way in which it is shaped and reshaped. Maori 
traditions are reified and essentialized, while, para­
doxically, their objectification and reinterpretation 
takes place principally in opposition to a stereo­
typical representation of European values, largely 
because a major goal of the discourse of tradition 
is to counter European domination.
A second paradox of the counter-hegemonic 
reification of traditions is that it serves as a symbol 
of Maori survival and continuity in order to dis­
continue and transform their contemporary predic­
ament. Maori traditions are represented as timeless 
treasures in order to defy the historical changes 
in Maori society and culture with the ultimate 
aim of bringing about change in the contemporary 
political order of New Zealand. In the discourse 
of tradition the past is reconstructed in a timeless 
mode as immutable and distinctions between past 
and present are detemporalized, primarily to initi­
ate political and economic innovations.
In this article, now, I seek to explain the co­
existence of a discourse of tradition and discourse 
of development among the New Zealand Maori 
people in terms of a common ideological matrix. 
The discourse of tradition and the discourse of 
development are in fact, I argue, two different 
yet similar variations of one and the same type 
of counter-hegemonic ideology. Although one dis­
course is focused on representations of the past 
while the other is directed towards the future, 
both are centred around concerns about the present 
predicament of the Maori people as a disadvan­
taged minority in New Zealand. For that reason, 
too, both discourses are detemporalized and repre­
sented as timeless in order to create an intersection
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between the past and the future in the present. The 
detemporalization of the representations of the past 
and the future highlights the political aims of both 
discourses and their emergence within one and the 
same ideological practice as articulated within the 
dynamics of power relations in New Zealand.
The concept of ideology is employed in analysis 
because it directs attention to the common matrix 
underlying both the discourse of tradition and the 
discourse of development. It is this matrix which 
fosters and sustains the rhetorical devices charac­
teristic of both discourses, and which enable Maori 
concepts to pass from the discourse on the tradi­
tional past into the discourse on a modern future. 
The rhetorical devices of the political discourses 
also divert the attention from the truth value of 
specific statements about the past, or even the 
probability of future developments, thus, in turn,
reinforcing the ideological impact of the discourse 
of tradition and the discourse of development.
I begin with a preliminary overview of various 
theories of ideology. Subsequently, I propose a 
review of the concept of ideology which I shall 
redefine in a broad manner, both to reject static 
functionalist notions of ideology and to deepen the 
understanding of the role of ideology in emic and 
etic accounts of social change, I am hoping to dem­
onstrate that the bewilderment with the coexistence 
of a discourse of tradition and a discourse of de­
velopment is largely due to the reification of our 
own analytical concepts, such as ideology, which 
are badly in need of revision and redefinition in 
and over time.1
1. Theories of Ideology Revisited
The concept of ideology is arguably the most elu­
sive concept in social theory (McLellan 1986: 1). 
Ideology generally invokes a wide range of differ­
ent meanings which it has acquired since the in­
terest in systematically analysing phenomena cor­
responding with ideology emerged following the 
rise of the bourgeoisie towards the end of the 
Middle Ages (Lenk 1967: 17). The term ideology 
was coined by the French philosopher Destutt de 
Tracy* Being a representative of the intellectual 
tradition which characterized the European Age of 
Enlightenment, he aimed at discarding religious 
influences on the genesis of ideas. He believed sci­
entific progress to be possible only when religion 
and metaphysics were set aside, and in order to 
succeed he created a new science of ideas, which 
he called ideology (Larrain 1979: 26f.).
De Tracy’s ideology attempted to overcome all 
sacral or otherwise nonnative conceptions of the 
world, and in that sense the term ideology orig­
inally had a positive connotation. In a negative 
sense the term ideology was probably used for the 
first time by Napoleon Bonaparte, who defended 
his autocratic rule by abusing his critics as '‘ideol­
ogists” (ibid., 28). However, in spite of dissimilar
1 This article is a revised version of the final chapter of my 
doctoral dissertation (van Meijl 1990; 241-268). An earlier 
version of it was presented at the 7th International Congress 
of the German Association for Semiotics on “Signs and 
Time,” which was held at the University of Tubingen, 
Germany, in October 1993. I am grateful to Gunter Senft 
for inviting me to contribute to his workshop at this con­
ference, entitled “Ethnologische/Ethologische Fallstudien.” 
The Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences 
provided financial support which enabled me to attend the 
conference.
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connotations of the concept of ideology in the 
Enlightenment, both positive and negative con­
ceptions of ideology were situated at the level of 
discourse. Ideology was considered an ahistorical, 
autonomous phenomenon which disguised man’s 
perception of reality. Karl Marx was the first to en­
deavour to surpass the limitations of this tradition.
Any discussion of Marx’s notion of ideology 
must take into account the historical emergence of 
the concept in his oeuvre (Larrain 1983: 6-45). 
During the initial stage of his intellectual devel­
opment Marx did not explicitly develop a theory 
of ideology, but a positive concept of ideology is 
implied, particularly in “Die deutsche Ideologie” 
(1969 [1845-6]), which he co-authored with Fried­
rich Engels. In this book Marx and Engels dis­
carded the notion of an autonomous consciousness 
and related the origin of ideas to the conditions of 
existence.
During the second stage of his development 
Marx developed a negative concept of ideology, 
particularly in the section on commodity fetish­
ism in the first chapter of “Das Kapital” (1981 
[1867]). Here ideology is understood as a system 
of illusory beliefs and distorted thoughts, as false 
consciousness. In Marx’s view ideology is a false 
solution in human consciousness to contradictions 
which are insoluble in practice. Ideology involves 
the negation of economic contradictions by means 
of a sublimation in consciousness of the limitations 
of practice.
For a long time Marx’s negative conception of 
ideology as false consciousness was considered 
his exclusive theory of ideology. The neglect of 
his ideas on ideology as a positive constituent of 
social thought in his early work followed the lack 
of access to “Die deutsche Ideologie,” which was 
not published until 1924 (Larrain 1983: 54). Many 
generations of Marxist scholars were unfamiliar 
with Marx’s earlier, more positive concept of ide­
ology, and it was not until 1970 that the French 
philosopher Louis Althusser attempted to recon­
struct a theory of ideology with both negative and 
positive connotations from Marx’s entire work.
Althusser acknowledged that ideology serves 
the negative purpose of concealment of social 
contradictions, of a resistance against the raising 
of consciousness of the unequal relationships be­
tween the dominant and the dominated. However, 
he rejected the proposition that ideology is merely 
an illusion originating in a reality beyond its own 
origin or effect. Alternatively, he emphasized the 
genesis of ideology in the contradictory character 
of reality, but added that the representation of 
the unequal relationships between people and their
conditions of existence in ideology required its 
own relative autonomy in order to accomplish the 
positive function of (re)production of the structure 
of domination.
The publication of Althusser’s essay on ideol­
ogy in 1970 was followed by the release in 1971 
of the English translation of “Selections from the 
Prison Notebooks” by the Italian intellectual An­
tonio Gramsci, who had anticipated the innovative 
contribution by Althusser when he focussed on the 
relative autonomy of superstructural phenomena 
such as the state and ideology.2 Both contributions 
caused a revival of the debate on ideology in 
the 1970s and beyond. At the moment of writing 
this discussion seems to have reached its peak, 
although the stream of publications on ideology 
has not yet come to a halt.3
The concept of ideology remains appealing in 
spite of the analytical pitfalls which have led other 
influential theoreticians to reject it. Michel Fou­
cault (1971), for example, has passionately re­
nounced common conceptions of ideology which, 
he argues, are implicitly always opposed to a tran ­
scendent notion of truth.4 Foucault strikes at the 
heart of the debate on ideology, in which the issue 
of the relationship between science and ideology, 
often conceived in analogy with the opposition 
between truth and error, is inadequately addressed 
or even avoided. Thus the relationship between 
science and ideology remains quite problematic in 
Althusser’s version of Marxism, in which they are 
rigorously opposed, while he fails to show how 
science can be exempt from ideological influences
(Althusser 1965: 239-243). In addition, in spite 
of his pathbreaking work on ideology, Althusser 
is a classic example of a scholar who advances 
the concept of ideology to explain why distorted 
representations of reality are necessary to maintain 
social contradictions, without explaining how the 
reproduction of the inequalities takes place (Meiv
quior 1979: 15).
A functional use of the concept of ideology is 
not restricted to (neo-)Marxist explanations of so- 
cial inequality, but is characteristic for many other* 
discourses aiming to explain the maintenance and
2 For analyses of the notion of ideology in the diverse writ 
ings of Gramsci, see Hall etaL 1977 and Mouffe 1979.
3 E.g., Barrett 1988; Boudon 1989; M6szdros 1989; aiul 
Thompson 1 9 8 8 .1 will refrain from taking into account tin* 
widest possible range o f theoretical discussions o f ideology» 
since I feel, as will become apparent, that most writings 
concerned with ideology fail to tackle the fundamental 
problems inherent in the concept.
4 Cf. Karskens 1986.
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continuity of sociocultural situations. In the holis­
tic approach of social anthropology, for example, 
the concept of ideology, often synonymous with 
worldview, is conjured up to explain social mean­
ing functionally in terms of a coherent whole (e.g., 
Geertz 1973). Thus it is not uncommon to attribute 
to ideology an a priori status without a posteriori 
analysing or explaining the operation of ideology
in empirical circumstances. Asad (1979: 622) has 
branded this use of ideology as the “Wizard of 
Oz theory.” Instead of taking the production of 
“essential meanings” in given historical societies 
as the problem to be explained, an essentialist 
notion of ideology is devised as a basic concept for 
defining and explaining historical societies (623).
The problems with these standard conceptions 
of ideology are manifold. It is not only problematic 
to endeavour to reveal essential meanings without 
realizing that the process of uncovering is itself 
ideological, but an essentialist concept of ideology 
also has serious implications for the interpretation 
of the place of individuals in social analysis as 
well as for the role of ideology in social change. 
Althusser (1976: 110) enhanced the understanding 
of ideology by acknowledging its significance for 
the formation of concrete individuals into social 
subjects, but his essentialist notion of ideology im­
peded a breakthrough, for he added, somewhat tau- 
tologically, that this only applies insofar as ideolo­
gy functions to “constitute” individuals as subjects. 
Thus, ideology functions again as an explanation 
without an examination of the ideological forma­
tion of individual subjects and their psychological 
processing of ideological influences.5 However, 
I will confine the remainder of the discussion to 
tackling the implications of essentialist notions of 
ideology for the analysis of social change.6
2. Towards a Broad Concept of Ideology
In his analysis of totemism Lévi-Strauss (1962) 
replaced the classic question “What is totemism?” 
with the structuralist question “How are totemic 
phenomena arranged?”.7 He argued that insight
5 Elsewhere I have discussed these issues at great length (van 
Meijl 1987).
6 My thinking on the subject of ideology has benefited from 
numerous discussions with Jan Pouwer, even though our 
views on the matter are fundamentally different (e.g., Pou- 
wer 1984, 1987, 1988).
7 The wording of these questions is not by Lévi-Strauss 
himself, but by Roger Poole (1969: 14) in his introduction 
to the English translation of “Le totémisme aujourd’hui.” 
For a discussion of Lévi-Strauss’ work on totemism in the 
context of ideology, see Hall 1977: 25.
into the generation of social meaning in totemic 
societies could only be acquired through an analy­
sis of the formal arrangement of totemic classifi­
cations through which the significance of totemic 
signs and objects is articulated. To move away 
from the essentialist question of what ideology is, 
a similar shift from a substantive attitude towards 
an adjectival attitude to ideology, from a reified to­
wards a generative notion of ideology, is required. 
To leave the field of philosophical speculation and 
create the possibility for empirical research into 
ideology, it is important to abandon the question 
what is ideology, and focus instead on how ideolo­
gy emerges and operates. To enhance the analytical 
value of the concept of ideology, ideological phe­
nomena must not be viewed independently of the 
dimension of reality in which they are situated. Al­
ternatively, the form or structure of the internal and 
external relationships of the ideological dimension 
of social reality is to be examined.
A structuralist approach to ideology yields the 
crucial insight that ideology, rather than a substan­
tivized, self-generating entity, is a multidimension­
al phenomenon which is internally differentiated 
and deeply imbricated in all aspects of social real­
ity, This understanding of ideology simultaneous­
ly creates the theoretical possibility of exploring 
the contextual focus of the various components of 
ideology, and the way their transformations gen­
erate its internal dynamics. In addition, it enables 
the connection between multiple instantiations of 
meaning and contested political views reflecting 
various strains of power.
Lévi-Strauss drew upon structural linguistics, 
especially the work by Ferdinand de Saussure, to 
develop a method to decipher the rules governing 
the relationships between totemic classifications. 
Similarly, the conceptual framework developed by 
de Saussure can assist the analysis of the internal
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relationships, transformations, and contestations of 
the various components of meaning and power 
integrated in and by ideology.
I define ideology as the complex integration 
of connotations evoked by multivalent signs in 
the social practice of a group or society. I use 
the term sign in the Saussurian sense. A sign is 
defined as the combination of an acoustic image, 
or signifier (signifiant), with a concept, or signified 
(signifié; de Saussure 1972: 98). The meaning of 
a sign is not only determined by the internal re­
lationship between signifier and signified, but also 
by the relative position of each signifier and each 
signified as articulated vis-à-vis other sounds and 
concepts, in short, by the value of the sound and 
the value of the concept (158-162). A sound can
Anthropos 90.1995
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express multiple concepts, and one concept can 
be expressed in multiple “acoustic images.” 8 The 
meaning of the English word cousin, for example, 
is equivalent to the Dutch terms neef (male) [cous­
in] and nicht (female) [cousin], but the value of 
cousin is different, since cousin is, in contravention 
of the Dutch language, distinguished from nephew 
and niece in English. The English cousin has a 
different value because its signifier expresses two 
signifieds in Dutch, i.e., neef and nicht, while each 
of these Dutch signifieds is expressed in two differ­
ent signifiers in English, i.e., cousin, and nephew 
and niece respectively.
Although I define ideology in terms of signs, it 
needs to be emphasized that the ideological dimen­
sion of reality is not equated with the domain of 
signs. Many signs, such as linguistic signs, for ex­
ample, are only potentially ideological, but remain 
neutral in social practice (Voloshinov 1973 [1929]: 
14f.).9 Ideological signs, instead, do not operate 
objectively in social reality, but invariably reflect 
and refract another reality, an ideological reality, 
which is connoted by their multivalency in prac­
tice. The ideological potential of signs is condi­
tioned by the connotations which are evoked by the 
specific relationship between their multiple values 
during their simultaneous operation in all dimen­
sions of the social practice of a group or society.
The term connotation has been elaborated in 
an exemplary way by Roland Barthes.10 In his 
“Éléments de sémiologie” (1964: 130f,) he used 
the concept of connotation to describe a feature of 
the model he had designed earlier to analyse con­
temporary “myths.” In “Mythologies” (1957: 215- 
268) he had presented a two-dimensional pattern to 
explain how signs can evoke meanings which are 
not directly obvious, but which are contextually 
implied or connoted. Barthes described the first 
dimension of this analytical model as the level of 
denotation, referring to the immediate precedence 
of the object of a signifying process over the 
meaning predicated upon it. He labelled the second 
dimension the level of connotation, referring to the 
simultaneous contextual integration of the multiple
8 “Acoustic image” is the translation of “image acoustique.” 
De Saussure (1972: 98) uses this phrase, not because it 
concerns a material sound or a physical magnitude, but the 
psychical imprint (“empreinte psychique”) of the sound a 
hearer gathers via the senses.
9 See also Clark and Holquist 1984: 224-227.
10 Although Hjelmslev cited the term connotation various
times in his “Prolegomena” of 1943 (English translation
1961), Roland Barthes was the first to explore the analytical
possibilities of the concept more systematically. To some
extent his model of analysis had been foreshadowed by the
philospher Charles Peirce (cf. Parmentier 1985).
values of signs which are indirectly evoked in the 
signification of an object.
In spite of the qualifications on the use of the 
broad term sign in this context, I define ideology in 
a sense significantly wider than usual. This I deem 
necessary to avoid the tautology implicit in widely 
divergent, essentialist notions of ideology. In order 
to enhance the analytical value of the concept of 
ideology it is necessary to understand, not only 
the product of ideology, but also the processes of 
signification producing it. These processes of so­
cial signification not only underlie some distorted 
thoughts and ideas, but they are intrinsic to social 
practice at large.11
One of the difficulties with a broad notion of 
ideology, though, is that an expansion might pos­
sibly be to the detriment of the critical connotation 
of the concept. This drawback applies particularly 
to Marxist conceptions of ideology, which, con­
trary to structuralist views, are more concerned 
with power than with meaning.12 One way of 
dealing with the problem of broadening ideolo­
gy without it losing its critical connotation, is to 
shift the focus of attention away from structure in 
convention to structure in practice, or, to use the 
words of Pierre Bourdieu, from the opus operatum 
to the modus operandi of ideology. Highlighting 
the social practice in which ideology is generated 
and operates, offers the possibility of combining 
a broadened conception of ideology with notions 
of power, as well as to explain social change. In 
this context, the work by Bourdieu and Sahlins is 
particularly relevant.
Bourdieu (1977, 1980) has cogently argued that 
the dynamics of practice are determined and influ­
enced by unconscious and conscious strategies ori­
ented towards the satisfaction of material and sym­
bolic interests and organized by reference to a de-
11 The coincidence o f ideology and processes of the pro­
duction of meaning through signs has been recognized by 
Valentin Voloshinov (1973). (The authorship o f this book 
is widely contested. Clark and Holquist [1984] argued it 
was written by Mikhail Bakhtin, but for political reasons 
published under the name of Voloshinov, a view which has 
recently been disputed by Morson and Emerson [1989].) 
For Bakhtin’s broad definition of ideology, see also Todo- 
rov 1984: 18.
12 In the British U'adition of cultural Marxism it has, howev­
er, been recognized that some account of signification as 
a central social process with critical implications for the 
role of ideology is necessary, not only to explain distorted 
forms of consciousness or social practice in general, but 
also to avoid approaching wide-ranging phenomena such as 
culture and language in terms of reduction, abstraction, or 
assimilation, in other words, as super structural phenomena 
which disguise a true reality (Williams 1977: 70f.).
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terminate set of economic and social conditions.13 
To explain his main argument Bourdieu (1977: 
110) introduced the valuable, but as yet unrecog­
nized concept of polythesis, or the “confusion of 
spheres.” He distinguished between meanings ap­
prehended monothetically and meanings produced 
in different contexts and used polythetically in 
actual practice.14 Polythesis is, according to Bour­
dieu, the result of applying the same generative 
schemes to a number of logical universes which 
are all practically equivalent, but whose internal 
symbolic relationships are only partially congru­
ent. The mechanism of polythesis is conditioned 
by official and unofficial uses made of them by 
agents who capitalize on the fuzzy homologies it 
generates to satisfy material and symbolic inter­
ests.15
The concept of polythesis offers the possibility 
of enhancing the analytical insights in the opera­
tion of practice and thus advancing social analysis 
beyond the simple acceptance of Bourdieu’s ar­
gument as a point of arrival. “Practice” seems to 
have become a post-modern panacea to solve all 
analytical problems and far too often what is being 
mediated in practice, let alone how it is being 
mediated, is left unexplained.
A problem with Bourdieu’s approach is the as­
sumption that all practice embodies and reproduces 
the structures of society (Bidet 1979; Connell 
1983: 140-161). The central role of the concept 
of habitus, for example, which Bourdieu (1977: 
72) defined as “systems of durable, transposable 
d isp o s itio n s illustrates the focus on continuity 
and highlights the inability of his theory to ex­
plain internally and externally generated change. 
In this sense Bourdieu’s work is, to some extent, 
complemented by Sahlins9 s outline of a structural 
theory of “practical” history.
13 Bourdieu is largely responsible for the central position taken 
by the concept of practice in the anthropological debate in 
the 1980s (Ortner 1984: 144), although he is by no means 
the only scholar who has aimed to overcome the classical 
dichotomy between sUncture and action. The sociologist 
Anthony Giddens (1976, 1979, 1984), who has dubbed 
the relationship between structure and agency one of the 
“central problems of social theory/1 deserves mentioning 
too, but as a student of anthropology I find his work rather 
unimaginative.
14 Cf. Acciaioli 1981: 39.
15 Bourdieu addresses the issue of ideology most explicitly in 
his short but significant paper on “Symbolic Power” (1979). 
The value of Bourdieu’s work for a theory of ideology 
has earlier been recognized by, inter alia, Bloch 1985: 
30-33, Garnham and Williams 1980: 210, Hall 1977: 28f., 
Merquior 1979: 37f,, Miller and Branson 1987: 222, and 
Thompson 1984: 42-72.
Sahlins (1981, 1985) has cast Bourdieu’s the­
ory of practice in Saussurian terms by making a 
distinction between unidimensional significations 
of signs and values in structure, and their multi­
dimensional application in multiple contexts and 
dimensions of social practice.16 The use of signs in 
practice is motivated by political and economic in­
terests. In Sahlins’ theory the term interest, literally 
“it makes a difference,” acquires the double mean­
ing of, on the one hand, the differential definition 
of signifiers and signifieds by de Saussure, and, 
on the other hand, differential positions of power 
taken by the subjects employing signs in action. 
The latter meaning impinges on the former in the 
sense that practical interests entail the effect of 
the naturalization and legitimation of the dominant 
order by the displacement, the diversion, and the 
muting of signs and values which can possibly 
jeopardize central positions of interest.17
To some extent Sahlins’ distinction between 
signs in convention and signs in action has been 
anticipated by Bourdieu’s concept of polythesis, 
but an important difference between the two ap­
proaches is that the latter is elaborated in a rel­
atively closed social situation which seems con­
stantly to be reproducing itself,18 whereas the first 
is developed in the context of a colonial encoun­
ter inducing a fundamental transformation in the 
indigenous structure. Thus, while Bourdieu’s pre­
occupation with reproduction seems to foreclose 
transformations in structure, Sahlins’ model of the 
dialectics between signs in convention and signs 
in action has important implications for the expla­
nation of social change.
Sahlins has demonstrated that change comes 
about when conventional signs with traditional 
meanings are deployed in relation to novel events 
which require an original explanation. A change 
of the dynamics of practice, a refraction of the 
traditional world of meaning and expectations by
16 Sahlins acknowledges Bourdieu in the opening lines of 
his seminal “Historical Metaphors and Mythical Realities” 
(1981), but does not establish a link between Bourdieu’s 
concept of polythesis and his own distinction between signs 
in convention and signs in action.
17 Psychoanalysis, particularly the work by Jacques Lacan 
(1966-71), offers exhilarating insights into the concrete 
operation of these processes, but it goes without saying that 
I am unable to elaborate on these in this article. I refer to 
my paper “Towards an Explanation of Ideological Practice”
(1987).
18 Although Bourdieu conducted his field research in Algeria 
before it became independent of France in 1962, he repre­
sents his field situation in relatively closed terms, at least 
theoretically. One wonders how he has managed to exclude 
colonial influences from his analysis of Kabylia society.
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the introduction of new signs, calls for a revalu­
ation of the traditional strategies of practice and 
the nature of the relationships between subjects 
and signs, which they presuppose. The endowment 
of traditional signs with novel functional content 
prompts the revaluation of their relative position 
in the structure of the society, and the values they 
have acquired in the new practical circumstances 
generate a transformation of the relationship be­
tween the components of that structure. This is 
what Sahlins labels structural transformation.
Thus Sahlins has opened up the theoretical pos­
sibility of determining structures in history and 
vice versa. Structures influence the signification of 
events, whereas changes in the flux of events have 
a dialectical impact on structures in their process 
of signification. In this sense structure is no longer 
a noun but a verb, as the Dutch anthropologist 
Jan Pouwer (1975: 99) phrased it a few years 
before Sahlins introduced his theory of structural 
history to an international audience: “Structure is 
and becomes” (emphasis added).
However, a major problem with Pouwer’s pre­
liminary outline of structural history and Sahlins’ 
more elaborate theory of structural transformation 
is that, ultimately, neither of them overcomes the 
classical dichotomy between structure and change. 
Both developed their model for the explanation 
of structural change in a context of colonial con­
tact, but structure and event remain on different 
sides of the colonial encounter. Internally gener­
ated events are apparently unable to bring about 
fundamental changes in the indigenous structure, 
while the external influences are merely concep­
tualized in terms of events rather than structure 
(Thomas 1989a: 102-116, 1989ft: 62). As a result, 
both internally and externally generated changes 
can only be explained independently of structur­
al analysis. Hence this approach to history and 
change is inadequate to explain both the dynam­
ics of indigenous societies before the arrival of 
colonial settlers, and the structural changes taking 
place after the nature of contacts with Europeans 
had been transformed from “eventful” interaction 
to systematic colonization.
Deficiencies in Sahlins’ approach to structural 
history are intertwined with his focus on meaning 
rather than power (Friedman 1988; Otto 1986; 
Thomas 1989a: 102-116, 1989ft; Webster 1987, 
1989). Although Sahlins does refer to acts of sig­
nification in which what is signified is extrasym- 
bolic, the status of the world beyond remains un­
clear. In any case, the extrasymbolic seems rather 
neutral, which is also reflected in his preference 
for a naiTow, square concept of culture instead of
a broad concept of ideology. In spite of Sahlins’ 
specific use of “culture” in terms of signs in con­
vention and action, ultimately he is firmly situated 
in the cognitive Anglo-American tradition of ho­
listic anthropology. This historic burden prevents 
him from developing a notion of culture, or rather 
ideology, which is heterogeneous, pluralist, and 
which represents contested political views and val­
ues ensuing from different symbolic and material 
interests. Indeed, rather than an indifferent concept 
of culture, a broad, yet analytically specific notion 
of ideology seems more suitable for the analysis 
of parallels between differences in meaning and 
power.
Differences in power, in turn, have important 
implications, not only for a concept of culture 
as a self-integrating totality, but likewise for the 
concept of value, which Sahlins also uses in a pre­
dominantly Saussurean sense, as merely indicating 
a differentiation between corresponding signifiers 
and signifieds. The territory Sahlins maps out for 
himself remains restricted to a semantic field, and 
power structures are only allowed to interfere if 
they offer him the possibility to play on words, 
e.g., interest as differentiation in both meaning 
and power. Value, however, must be interpreted 
along the same lines, as reflecting not only multi­
ple semantic categories, but also multiple positions 
of power, both within and between internally and 
externally contested discourses.
In summary, then, Sahlins has initiated an in­
novative direction of research, which, in spite of 
the deficiencies of his own analysis, has guided the 
discussion to an interesting vantage point for the 
study of ideology. It enables a further refinement 
of a structuralist approach to the encompassment 
of contested values in ideology, by making the 
study of ideology not only relevant to the analysis 
of social reproduction, but also to the analysis 
of social change. His provocative analysis of the 
meeting between Hawaiians and Captain Cook has 
directed the debate on the role of ideology in 
colonial history to the inevitable question of not 
only how structures endow old signs with nov­
el meanings, but also how indigenous structures 
might generate new signs, whether or not in direct 
response to foreign influences.
In addition, the question whether new signs 
become immediately sedimented within an indig­
enous structure requires analysis. Sahlins simply 
assumes that new values are sedimented as a prior 
structure is transformed, but I dispute that new 
values become routinely entrenched within an in­
digenous structure. Sahlins does not historically 
demonstrate the sedimentation process; he simply
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asserts it retrospectively, whereas careful analy­
sis shows the powerful impact of new signs and 
values, even though they have not become firmly 
ingrained in structure.
The definition of a broad conception of ideolo­
gy may now be further specified as the mediation 
between the multivalent signs which have been 
revalued but which continue to evoke connotations 
of the old order, and those which have been newly 
produced in the aspiration of signifying and/or 
generating a new order. This notion of ideology 
focusses attention both on the generation and re­
generation of ideology as well as on the operation 
of ideology as generator of change. It enhances 
the understanding of ideology as “synthesis of sta­
bility and change, past and present, diachrony and 
synchrony” (Sahlins 1985: 144).19
Before I demonstrate the value of this approach 
for my ethnographic analysis, however, I would 
like to elaborate the two specific variations of old, 
revalued and new signs distinguished above, in 
terms of my definition of ideology, Firstly, I wish 
to focus attention on the disconnection of the sig- 
nifier of a sign from its conventional signified. The 
hypothesis for this variation is that in the case of 
rapid social change traditional significations may 
disappear or acquire a different meaning in new 
circumstances, while their former signifiers con­
tinue to play a central role in social discourse. 
This appears to be a central characteristic of the 
main concepts featuring in the discourse of tra­
dition. The traditional Maori tribal organisation, 
patterns of leadership, concepts of “love” and uni­
ty, as I will analyse in more detail below, have all 
acquired new meanings in contemporary circum­
stances, but their transformed values are defied in 
the discourse of tradition. Under the modified cir­
cumstances the indigenous structure has generated 
a new ideology which is formulated in terms of old 
signifiers whose “traditional” signifieds are lagging 
behind present practices.
A second major variation of ideological change 
involves the generation and integration of a signi- 
fier derived from a new order without it being con­
nected to an available signified. The hypothesis for 
this variation is that when, in (neo-)colonial situa­
tions in particular, a new order is introduced, some 
appealing symbols might be interpreted as suitable 
for indigenous situations, but when elements of 
the foreign order are integrated into the already 
existing model for the future, the new images are
19 Sahlins attributes this synthesis to culture rather than ide­
ology, but for reasons pointed out above I favour a broad 
notion of ideology.
bound to remain empty. Nonetheless, they inevita­
bly exert a destabilizing influence on the traditional 
order. They necessarily require a revaluation of the 
existing structure, and thus effect and affect the 
directions and paces of change. This operation of 
ideology characterizes the discourse of develop­
ment. The features of the model of a new Maori 
tribal society, which is the ultimate goal of the 
comprehensive development programme, appear 
largely derivative of European models for com­
munity development. Despite the lack of resources 
to furnish the void models for self-determination, 
for example, Maori tribes have been restructured 
in anticipation of the new order with implications 
for many aspects of social practice. In this respect, 
a new ideology is running ahead of current prac­
tices, thus contributing to the generation of change. 
I shall now examine each of these variations of 
ideological change in more detail.
3* Ideology and the Discourse of Tradition
It has often been alleged that ideologies are a- 
historic and relatively persistent representations of 
their determinant realities.20 The instigator of the 
recent discussion on ideology, Althusser (1976: 
98—-101), for example, argued that as ideologies 
appear unchangeable over time, they have no his­
tory. The notion that ideology is immutable is also 
deeply embedded in -  Marxist -  anthropology: 
.. one of the characteristic constitutive elements 
of ideology is its power to remain unchanged when 
other things are changing” (Bloch 1985: 45).21 
Bloch’s conclusion is based on a rigorous dis­
tinction between ideological and nonideological 
cognition. Although he does much to reject a func­
tional conception of ideology by recognizing that 
ideology and cognition are two sides of the same 
coin, it remains unclear how he himself attempts 
to escape from the dichotomy between ideological 
and nonideological cognition. To avoid an arbitrary 
distinction he proposes to shift the focus of atten­
tion to the common germination of ideology and
20 The analysis presented below is based on detailed ethno­
graphic research conducted during a period of 25 months 
of fieldwork among the Tainui Maori on the North Island 
of New Zealand. The details o f the analysis are elaborated 
in my doctoral dissertation (van Meijl 1990). In this article
I consider Tainui’s discourses of tradition and development 
subject of analysis in my dissertation as representative for 
Maori aspirations at large since Tainui’s development strat­
egy for improving living standards without losing a distinct 
cultural identity has influenced the aims and objectives of 
most other Maori tribes in New Zealand.
21 See also Hamilton 1987: 79 and Maquet 1964: 28.
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cognition, but fails to comprehend the internal and 
external dynamics of ideology in the same light as 
processes of cognition.
In the approach to ideology which I am propos­
ing, the dynamics of ideology are to be understood 
in terms of the dialectics between the multiva­
lency of signs and their contextual connotations 
in and over time. It will be seen that ideology 
is not static, but that while ideological signifiers 
remain seemingly unchanged, they acquire new 
signifieds and evoke different connotations in the 
course of history. The dynamics of practice gen­
erate or transform the valuation of signs, which 
process in turn has an impact on the direction of 
and pace at which social change takes place. This 
genre of ideological transformation is characteris­
tic of the discourse of tradition which Maori people 
construct to justify the need for a comprehensive 
development programme.
The discourse of tradition is made up of con­
cepts which are almost exclusively derived from 
the past, which arguably constitutes a most unique 
experience many elements of which all Maori 
people have in common, and which distinguishes 
them from European immigrants in New Zealand. 
Since European settlement in New Zealand has 
increasingly marginalized Maori people, their wish 
to reclaim some of the space they have gradually 
lost in virtually all dimensions of their lives since 
the beginning of colonial histoiy has led to the 
past becoming increasingly politicized. While Eu­
ropean settlers have attempted to appropriate the 
New Zealand past in order to deprive Maori people 
of their most stinging political weapon,22 Maori 
people themselves have resisted the transformation 
of their society in ideology by reinterpreting and 
revaluing historic signs in what I have labelled the 
discourse of tradition.
The discourse of tradition is centred around 
four main concepts: kinship and leadership, and 
their respective correlates “love” and unity. These 
concepts also relate to concrete, political issues, 
such as education in the Maori language, the con­
trol of the delivery of health services to Maori 
people, and European mismanagement of Maori 
“owned” environments. The connotations of these 
concepts, indigenous expressions, and traditional 
images contribute to the constitution of the dis­
course of tradition, which is chiefly invoked to 
differentiate “the Maori way” from European ide­
ology and practice in order to justify the need for 
autonomous development by and for Maori tribes.
22 Cf. Guha 1989: 210.
The discourse of tradition is distinguished by 
five main features. Firstly, all central concepts 
marking the discourse of tradition are derived from 
the past. Secondly, the core concepts of the dis­
course of tradition have retained their importance 
because they play a crucial role in emic accounts 
of social change by conflating distinctions between 
the past and present in comparisons and analo­
gies. Thirdly, by being rendered as everlasting and 
timeless they defy and resist changes which have
«
taken place in the interim, which enables them to 
remain part of “official” Maori ideology. Fourthly, 
the core concepts of the discourse of tradition are 
invariably deployed in opposition to their Euro­
pean counterparts in interethnic discourse, which, 
in turn, conditions the kind of connotations they 
evoke.23 Fifthly, the ideological nature of the cen­
tral concepts of the discourse of tradition is re­
vealed by the fact that the connotations they have 
in interethnic discourse are contested in intra-Mao­
ri discourse. Let me illustrate these features for the 
concept of tribe.
In the course of the 1980s, many tribal orga­
nizations of Maori society have been restructured 
and revitalized by the setting up of subtribal man­
agement committees, which were established in 
anticipation of the devolution of the Department of 
Maori Affairs and the emasculation of other gov­
ernment institutions involved in the management 
of Maori affairs. In its struggle for devolution of 
European power and the development of an au­
tonomous administration, Maori tribes argue that 
resources and responsibilities must be transferred 
to tribal rather than regional organizations. Tribes 
are alleged to have survived colonial conspiracies 
to dissolve them. Thus the undeniable changes in 
the tribal organization of Maori society are largely 
resisted in the ideological justification of the need 
for development to be tribally based.
However, any analysis of the significance of 
tribal affiliations in Maori social practices shows 
unequivocally the political motivation behind the 
stance taken by many Maori tribes (van Meijl 
n. d.). The model of a tribal structure of organi­
zation, which in the discourse of tradition is rep­
resented as streamlined from the bottom upwards, 
is formulated in opposition to a stereotype of a 
European model of hierarchy which is supposedly 
organized from the top downwards. The question 
of whether a model of Maori self-determination 
should be tribally or regionally based is, never­
theless, by no means uncontroversial. There is 
a significant lobby of Maori spokespersons and
23 Cf. Ranginui Walker 1989: 35, 40.
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organizations whose aim is to divert the process 
of devolution of at least some of the government 
funds and decision making authority to regional 
groups or organizations representing Maori com­
munities based in urban situations. In addition, 
only a minority of people at the grassroots level 
still identifies in terms of their tribal background, 
which in general has relatively little influence on 
day-to-day interactions (ibid,).
Both the diminished relevance of tribal affili­
ations in practice and the intra-Maori dissension 
over the nature of the organizational structure, in 
which Maori factions should be empowered for 
the implementation of devolution policies, high­
light the ideological role of the concept of tribe 
and other kinship concepts in contemporary dis­
course. Tribes are frequently represented as im­
mutable remnants of the past, but in contemporary 
practice they simply denote nominal organizations 
with a legal status, which are being reconstructed 
for political reasons* The Maori tribal structure is 
formally still existent, yet its practical significance 
has changed dramatically in colonial history. The 
signifier “tribe” has been disconnected from its 
historical signifieds, and is now being endowed 
with significations which have acquired meaning 
primarily, but not exclusively, in interethnic dis­
course, Thus the signifiers denoting the Maori 
tribal structure may appear relatively unchanged, 
but their value and subsequent connotations have 
unquestionably been transformed. At present tribal 
organizations accomplish few, if any, political or 
economic functions, and their reconstitution in the 
discourse of tradition predominantly connotes no­
tions of relatedness, most conspicuously expressed 
in pantribal concepts of “love,” hospitality, caring 
and sharing, and so forth.
However, an analysis of Maori expressions of 
relatedness shows that the features, which are con­
sidered characteristic of Maori culture par excel­
lence, denote quite different meanings from those 
they connote in the interethnic discourse of tra­
dition. “Love” (aroha) and “caring and sharing” 
(manaakitanga) are clearly being reformulated in 
opposition to the stereotype of European society as 
harsh and individualist. This is particularly high­
lighted in the internal contestation of their mean­
ings. “Love,” “caring and sharing,” and other af­
fective expressions connote the opposite of the car­
icature of non-Maori sections of New Zealand so­
ciety, but in practice denote some universal moral 
values of humanity and respect for family, friends, 
and acquaintances. Thus, emotional concepts have 
retained a central position in Maori ideology, but 
their value has been altered and extended, while
their connotations in the discourse of tradition are 
increasingly being determined by stereotypes of 
European practices and values.
Characteristic of these formulations and expres­
sions of core concepts of the discourse of tradition 
is that they are invariably represented in analogy 
with their historic antecedents, which highlights 
the continuity in tradition. The implicit analogy be­
tween past and present events, however, demands 
that traditional phenomena are conceptualized in a 
timeless manner in order to resist and/or defy the 
changes which have taken place in the interim. 
Thus change is not denied, since it is presupposed 
in the implicit comparison of past and present 
phenomena, but it is rendered a mere variation of 
a recurrent pattern. This process is made possible 
by the same ideological matrix which also enables 
the coexistence of the past oriented discourse of 
tradition with the future oriented discourse of de­
velopment.
4. Ideology and the Discourse of Development
Over the past two decades the discourse of devel­
opment has come to dominate the socioeconomic, 
political, and cultural goals of most Maori tribes.24 
They aim at closing the gap between actuality and 
aspiration, between the unsatisfactory and unac­
ceptable position of Maori people in the lower 
ranks of New Zealand society in the present, and 
the desired place as fully-fledged citizens in the fu­
ture. The main political aim of Maori development 
strategies is to reacquire control over their own 
lives, so the outcome of modern developments can 
be turned to the benefit of the indigenous people 
as well The justification for initiating separate 
development programmes by and for Maori people 
is sought predominantly in history and tradition. It 
is argued that the interests of Maori people have 
been neglected in the course of colonial history, 
and that their traditions show that a Maori style of 
management is contradictory to a European style.
In the previous section I have analysed the ideo­
logical implications of the traditional grounding of 
Maori people’s argument for the reinstitution of 
indigenous control. The main point of the analysis 
was that core concepts of the discourse of tradition 
ignore social changes insofar as they are lagging 
behind present-day situations in which old signifi­
ers have acquired new signifieds and new values, 
but keep evoking historical connotations that differ
24 For some ideas expressed in this section I have drawn 
inspiration from Philibert 1981: 87-94.
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from their practical denotations. In this section 
I endeavour to analyse the ideological implications 
of the discourse of development, which, I argue, 
is chiefly running ahead of contemporary prac­
tices, and consequently generates and accelerates 
wide-ranging social change insofar as practices 
are planned and organized in accordance with the 
comprehensive model designed for the achieve- 
ment of future aspirations. Thus the discourse of 
development affects not only the political autono­
my of Maori people, but indirectly bears on other 
dimensions of their worldview as well.
The discourse of development is characterized 
by the integration of new signifiers which cannot 
-  yet -  be united with an available signified. As 
an instance of form preceding content it generates 
change as a result of the dialectical interplay be­
tween the connotations evoked by the novel signi­
fiers derived from a utopian order and their actual 
denotations still indicating a lack of referential 
significance. Thus the implementation of develop­
ment programmes brings about not only the intend­
ed political change, but entails unanticipated ram­
ifications across all dimensions of Maori society*
When Maori tribes embarked on a development 
course in the early 1980s, in many areas subtrib- 
al groupings were reorganized into management 
committees. The structure of management com­
mittees was argued to be built on an existing net­
work of subtribes, yet in practice the establishment 
of a development organization on a tribal basis 
concerned an experiment with novel structures of 
organization which were implemented to cope with 
new circumstances. This appeared not only from 
the confusion about what constituted a subtribe, its 
boundaries, and criteria of membership, but also 
from the strategies adopted to set up the manage­
ment committees. Old subtribal groupings could 
hardly be revamped, but new organizations had to 
be established with extraordinary creativity.
Since one of the chief objectives of manage­
ment committees was to enhance the credibility of 
Maori tribes to negotiate with government about 
the devolution of public funds to the authority of 
Maori communities, the signifiers adopted to offi­
cialize their status were mainly derived from Eu­
ropean models of organization. A great emphasis 
was put on formalities, such as legal registration, 
the occupation of premises as offices, the design 
of a logo for letterheads and possibly cars, the 
renting of telephone and ideally telefax equipment, 
the purchase of computers, etcetera. Although the 
number of formal features and items available to 
a management committee in the making did, to 
some extent, reflect the level of organization of
Maori communities in a certain region, it by no 
means implied that all elements were consistent­
ly applied or used. In some circumstances logos 
were designed for groups that never developed into 
an effective organization, while occasionally com­
puters were bought without any concrete idea of 
what purpose they could serve. The funds for the 
purchase of computers and other office equipment 
and the like were often provided by some govern­
ment organization, which in some cases was ob­
viously misled by the quasi-official status of some 
management committees, connoting efficiency and 
organization, yet marked by a lack of efficiency 
and disorganization for various reasons. I know of 
at least two cases in which Maori organizations 
were awarded funds that subsequently were left 
untouched in a bank account because the appli­
cants were uncertain and undecided about how 
to spend the budget. It goes without saying that 
the grants awarded were not wasted or unjustly 
allocated, but that in this case the community 
organizations which had successfully applied for 
money simply needed some assistance to plan a 
development programme, and to organize, man­
age, and administer its implementation. It shows 
that many activities which are taking place under 
the terms of development are clearly guided by a 
new ideology which is yet ahead of its institutional 
support, which consequently affects other dimen­
sions of social practice.
Following the launch of development pro­
grammes the people, committed to the success 
of the new Maori strategy, shifted their focus of 
attention from traditional roles and activities to the 
programmes that were being proposed, which on 
the medium and long term had some repercussions 
on other aspects of Maori community life. The 
leaders of the organization which had bought the
computers without knowing for what purpose to
i
use them, enrolled for a computer course. By the 
same token, the leader of one of the organizations 
which had received a development grant which 
was not used to implement the plan outlined in 
the application, went on a business course at a 
Technical Institute. These examples illustrate an 
increasing emphasis on the learning of new skills 
in order to make development a success. The cor­
ollary of this shift in social activity among those 
who were deeply involved in public organization, 
involved a rearrangement of other, more traditional 
activities.25 In the community in which I conducted
25 This point follows the pattern outlined by Barth (1967), who 
identified change in terms of alterations in the allocation of 
time and resources.
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fieldwork, for example, the people who previously 
made a significant contribution to the running of 
the community's ceremonial centre (marae) have 
now become so involved in the operation of de­
velopment programmes and associated political ac­
tivities that they can no longer accept full respon­
sibility for all traditional ceremonies, and, rather 
than the hosts providing hospitality at life crisis 
gatherings and other functions, guests are presently 
requested to organize their own assemblies.26
The far-reaching influences of the discourse of 
development are also evident in the secularization 
of leadership. When the management committees 
were first set up tribal committees were looking 
for local people in the respective areas to take 
responsibility for the further development of the 
subtribal organizations. Since few people were 
confident they could make a useful contribution 
to the new initiative, even though they held it in 
high regard, not many volunteered. Community 
representatives were to be invited instead. The 
selection of potential leaders of the new manage­
ment committees was implicitly made on the basis 
of criteria which reveal the extent to which the 
new ideology of leadership is running ahead of 
contemporary circumstances.
Initially a division of tasks was arranged among 
the people attending the inaugural meetings of the 
management committees, but in many cases not all 
communities were represented, usually for practi­
cal reasons, and additional arrangements had to be 
made to ensure a fair representation of all Maori 
communities. However, it was abundantly clear 
that the people responsible for the establishment 
of management committees had some additional 
criteria of leadership in mind when coordinating 
preliminary activities of Maori development. Since 
the main objective of the setting up of management 
committees was to revitalize the subtribal network 
by introducing modem models of organization and 
means of communication, all communities had to 
be represented in any of the committees, but at 
the same time tribal representation was not au­
tomatically believed to make the new structure 
of organization operate as effectively as possible. 
In some cases, particularly in the more isolated 
rural areas where the local people had little, if 
any, direct experiences with political interaction 
with European institutions, attempts were made to 
involve other people who were considered better
26 This change in the management of the community’s presti­
gious ceremonial centre is compounded by the need to hire 
out its renovated premises in order to pay off the debts (cf. 
van Meijl 1990: 291-296).
equipped for the tasks to be conducted. Also in 
other areas people who did not necessarily have 
established links with the local subtribes, but who 
were considered to have some tribal connection or 
who were otherwise involved in Maori community 
operations at the grassroots level, were invited to 
participate in the implementation of development.
The kind of people approached to take up a 
guiding position in the management committees 
reveals the significance attached to achievements 
in the European world. Qualities considered nec­
essary for a person to be able to advance devel­
opment were all based on skills and experiences 
gained in European sections of society. Particular­
ly people with positions of responsibility in Euro­
pean institutions and organizations were invited to 
become members of the management committees. 
This included both, people who had no estab­
lished links with any of the local communities but 
only with Maori communities located elsewhere, 
as well as people whose connection with Maori 
communities was latent or at least ambivalent, 
but whose status as Maori was made manifest in 
the circumstances. By the same token, almost all 
Maori people with some form of tertiary education 
were approached to participate in the steering and 
management of development.
The involvement of people with apparent lead­
ership skills in European institutions was, of 
course, no guarantee that they were able to in­
crease formal communication and to initiate offi­
cial negotiations with government and other au­
thorities in order to improve the living standards 
of the Maori people. Apart from a chronic lack of 
interest in negotiating with Maori tribes on the part 
of the government, there followed no significant 
political initiatives from the management commit­
tees, simply because people with leadership expe­
riences in church institutions, trade unions, com­
munity organization, or employment corporations 
did not necessarily understand the dynamics of 
Maori social practice. They obviously did not ful­
ly comprehend the philosophy of Maori develop­
ment, while they also lacked the ability to mobilize 
communities for political goals. The best example 
of changing patterns of leadership concerns two 
administrators of a Maori development corporation 
who attempted to point to their experience in Euro­
pean institutions and community organizations, but 
as far as political vision and the implementation of 
development was concerned, did not get beyond 
the stage of having printed visiting cards to back 
up their leadership status.
The example of the visiting cards of some Mao­
ri administrators parallels the illustrations of the
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discrepancy between outward signifiers to show 
the official status of management committees and 
their referential functioning in practice. Neither 
case led to effective authority or organization. On­
ly some management committees were operating 
in a way that could be classified as sufficiently 
prepared to take on the implementation of de­
velopment programmes and there were far fewer 
effective leaders than there existed pro forma. In 
spite of their social status and ability to give some 
of the management committees a more formal and 
official outlook, their activities had little effect on 
the achievement of political objectives. It is an­
other clear example of form preceding content, of 
the integration of people equipped with the signifi­
ers connoting leadership which is able to mediate 
between the Maori and the European world, yet 
hampered by a lack of skills to bring about the 
aspired political changes or even to influence the 
established bastions of European powers.
In spite of the lack of the leadership’s success in 
terms of redirecting decision making authority, the 
establishment of the management committees and 
the positioning of community representatives and 
other leaders had a dramatic effect on the trans­
formation of leadership, a process which I have 
described elsewhere as becoming increasingly sec­
ularized (van Meijl 1994). Of course, this began 
much earlier, yet seems to have become substanti­
vized since the launch of the development strategy 
which has increasingly displaced and marginalized 
the traditional type of Maori leaders. Thus devel­
opment is raising problems for Maori tradition in 
a manner which no one had anticipated.
It ought to be pointed out that the secularization 
of Maori leadership is not simply generated by 
development alone. To some extent, development 
has merely accelerated some of the changes which 
are clearly in line with the wider process of chang­
ing criteria of success in terms of status in the 
European dominated society of New Zealand. The 
image of a successful Maori is nowadays often 
based on signs associated with achievement in the 
European world. Thus, when I was looking for 
a car, for example, I was introduced to a Maori 
car dealer who immediately gave me his visiting 
card and showed surprise that I, as a “develop­
ment consultant,” did not have one. While the 
friend who had arranged the meeting between us 
confirmed he was “a good Maori” since he was 
managing a large car yard in the nearest city, the 
fact that he was Maori and self-employed in a 
position rarely achieved by Maori was supposed 
to be sufficient reason to trust him, despite the 
fact that he had clearly overpriced his vehicles. By
the same token, many informants took out a life 
insurance policy with a Maori insurance broker. 
His Maori identity led people to believe that he 
could not possibly harm their interests, something 
which was endorsed, rather than contested, by the 
fact that the insurance agent was driving a most 
expensive Jaguar, a symbol of success.
These examples illustrate that social status in 
the Maori world is more and more demonstrated 
by status in the European dominated society of 
New Zealand. Social status is particularly reflected 
in material wealth which has also become a key 
aspect of symbolic competition. The possession of 
luxury items such as videos and cars signifies a 
person’s social level and constitutes tactical el­
ements for manipulation in attempts to achieve 
positions of influence. One of the very few Maori 
businessmen, for example, was always allowed to 
comment extensively on issues of development at 
public meetings, even though in private it was 
widely recognized he had rarely made a significant 
contribution. Moreover, as businessman he was far 
from successful by European standards, but being 
a businessman is still always better than being no 
businessmen at all. Hence the connotations evoked 
by his status in European society were given pre­
cedence over the general assessment of him as 
*‘bullshitter.15 By the same token, the hierarchy of 
Maori gangs was at least partly determined by the 
possession of a motor bike or a car. Even the 
ownership of a car, which was almost permanently 
unusable because in need of repairs which the pos­
sessor was unable to afford, still contributed to an 
enhanced status in a gang. This is a most striking 
example of the power of a signifier accomplishing 
a far-reaching influence on social practice without 
it being connected with a referential signified.
All in all, it is evident that the lives of many 
Maori people are, among other things, shaped by 
the ideology they have created to herald a new and 
different era of development by and for all Maori 
people. It goes without saying that this variation 
of change is not a unique feature of the present 
practices of the Maori people. It is perhaps a uni­
versal feature of human history that the dynamics 
of social practice are influenced by cultural views 
of the future. However, the distinctive feature of 
contemporary Maori discourses of development is 
that they have generated a ubiquitous ideology 
geared towards the future, which itself is justi­
fied and validated in terms of the omnipresent 
discourse of tradition oriented towards the past. 
What remains is the question of how the mediation 
of tradition and development, of the past and the 
future, is presently resolved in Maori practices.
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5. Conclusion: An Episodic View of Time
Both the discourse of tradition and the discourse 
of development are primarily constituted in the 
political context of interethnic relationships, which 
in turn determine the connotations evoked by 
their core concepts. The analysis of the ideolog­
ical implications of both discourses has exposed 
the differences in meaning and the contradictions 
between the connotations and the denotations of 
the central concepts featuring in either discourse. 
Thus we are confronted with the paradox of two 
discourses which presuppose each other yet are 
contradictory at the same time, at least at the 
epistemological level of analysis.
In the social practice of Maori tribes, however, 
the discourse of tradition and the discourse of 
development happily coexist. Although in individ­
ual situations the awareness of inconsistencies is 
sometimes apparent, contradictions are largely re­
solved through an episodic conception of time (cf. 
Gellner 1964: I).27 In an episodic view of change 
the progression of time is resisted by means of a 
collapse of the past, the present, and the future into 
a state of timelessness. Consequently, the world 
is perceived as relatively unchanging, and change 
is defied, either retrospectively or prospectively. 
In an episodic view of change transformations are 
interpreted in terms of analogies which are invar­
iably phrased in a timeless mode. Thus they enable 
the perception of the past as re-lived in the pres­
ent, while the future is viewed as being pre-lived. 
Historical events and structures are constantly re­
generated to charge and recharge the present with 
connotative significations which, for political and 
ideological reasons, are considered important for. 
the direction to be followed in the future, while the 
aspired state of the future is foreshadowed by the 
generation of connotative significations which are 
considered panhistoric extensions of the timeless 
signs.
Thus, an episodic view of time enables the 
reconciliation of, on the one hand, signs whose 
signifiers are lagging behind their practical deno­
tations in the present and, on the other hand, signs 
whose signifiers are running ahead of contempo­
rary situations. However, one important qualifi­
cation needs to be made, and that concerns the 
contextual nature of the episodic view of time. 
Both the discourse of tradition and the discourse of 
development are determined in and by interethnic
27 For a creative use of Gellner’s ideas in the analysis of 
non-Wes tern views of history, see Errington 1974 and par­
ticularly McDowell 1985.
relationships between Maori and Europeans and 
the episodic view of time is particularly relevant 
to the social practice at the interface between these 
two subcultures of New Zealand society. An anal­
ogy can be made with the episodic mytho-praxis 
in precolonial Maori society, so eloquently ana­
lysed by Sahlins (1985: 55-72), who, however, 
failed to confine the validity of his interpretation to 
the supernatural context of myths and rites. Thus 
Sahlins implicitly generalized the episodic mys­
tification characterizing Maori ritual to the more 
mundane contexts of life, which were and are 
structured, not in an episodic mode, but on the 
basis of the cognitive universal of linear time (cf. 
Bloch 1977). Hence it needs to be emphasized that, 
beyond the “ritual” interaction between Maori and 
European in the highly politicized circumstances 
of contemporary New Zealand, Maori people are 
extraordinarily competent to view the world from 
the same perspectives as any other human being, 
regardless of time and space.
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